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In his 2003 article, ―Is China a Status Quo Power?‖ (International Security, Vol. 27(4)), 
Alastair Iain Johnston gave five indicators to determine if an actor is a status quo or a 
revisionist. The five indicators were divided into two parts and went in an ascending order 
of revisionist tendencies of the actor in question. These indicators were then 
systematically broken down into various constituents, followed by an empirical and 
comparative examination of each constituent. The attraction and the ingenuity of this 
piece lies in the fact that it does not fall hostage to the shadows of history, is not carried 
away by the perceptions-misperceptions or exceptional and extraordinary cases. It is an 
honest account of China‘s performance in each sector identified by Johnston, wherein the 
identification of each sector is rooted firmly in International Relations Theory, and 
appeals to the common sense of a rational and a prudent person.  
 
This thesis work is heavily inspired by the framework set up by Johnston. It aims to 
examine China‘s performance under the first group of indicators, which mainly deal with 
normative compliance. However, given China‘s exemplar rise, a number of concerns have 
modified in last decade. There are some new sectors and some new concerns with respect 
to China, which need to be studied. This work, taking into account the new developments 
and new concerns, proposes to examine some new sectors such as China‘s constructive 
role in international crisis, its growing influence in Africa. However, this work introduces 
a new perspective to the dry measuring of normative compliance, by urging its readers to 
take into the account diverse views of world order and international structure, before 
judging a State‘s performance on parameters unfairly tilted towards choices and 
preferences of certain powers.  
 
Key Words: World Order, International Structure, Normative Compliance, 
International Institutions, Norm Creation, Norm Fragmentation, 
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In this century, these times we are living in are truly peculiar. Our world is more orderly 
than ever before, and it is also stumbling from one chaos to the other. In the annals of 
political history, it is the first time that we are witnessing such a dense institutionalization 
of our international relationships. The wide proliferation of international institutions has 
helped in building a normative structure over the past century. Also, it might be the first 
time that a single normative structure has been able to generate a wide and willing 
acceptance across the globe. So much so that the international constitutional order is now 
considered to be proliferating from international to municipal, and being reinforced by the 
municipal to international.1 
 
However, from the other end of the spectrum, a totally different picture emerges. 
International institutions are being surpassed by certain powers. States are trying to 
huddle in groups—regional, economic, geographical, etc., lobbying for their own interests. 
International legal jurists are already talking about ―fragmentation of international law‖, 
which implies the resultant confusion, confrontation and ambiguity when different legal 
regimes interact or overlap with each other.2 The very constitutional order, which is 
making the globe a flat place, is being met with accusations of being euro-centric and 
imposing on weaker states.  
 
While being busy in this giant workshop of order and chaos, the rise of a new actor is an 
important and rather uncertain event. There is anxiety, there are speculations. Perceptions 
and misperceptions are generated as frequently as they can be. The intentions of the rising 
power are gauged by keeping a watchful eye on its actions and omissions. It is often called 
out that the world order, as we know it, will be changed. But changed how, and changed to 
what? Or will it be changed at all? 
 
                                                          
1 See, generally, Henry Kissinger, World Order (London: Penguin, 2014); John Ikenberry, After 
Victory (New Jersey: Princeton, 2001).  
2 International Law Commission Report on “Fragmentation of International Law: Difficulties 
Arising from the Diversification and Expansion of International Law‖, 58th Session, 18 July 
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Relevance of the analysis 
 
All this resonates with the story of China‘s rise. A plethora of newspapers articles, insights, 
policy papers and serious academic discussions have been formed in the last decade 
around the question of China‘s rise. In an ill-founded paranoia, China has often been 
labeled as a revisionist power, as somebody out to dismantle the current global order as 
we know it. Any new declaration, policy or plans announced by China are often pounced 
upon and misrepresented as being contrary to established norms. Such claims breed a 
sense of skepticism around the image of China. This skepticism is largely based on a 
casual knowledge of the background facts and events, a superficial understanding of the 
existing rules and institutional framework, and an (almost total) lack of objective analysis 
of the interplay between the facts and the rules and framework. Therefore, if one possesses 
(or acquires) the requisite depth of understanding of the implicated norms and issues 
(claimed to being violated) and, sometimes more importantly, if one dispassionately 
investigates into the relevant facts and events, it is not very hard to see what lies beyond 
the huge dust up. Hence, the question – Is China indeed a revisionist power, as it is 
claimed to be? 
 
In order to resolve this perplexing scenario caused by claims and counterclaims, a 
methodological investigation is required. One cannot simply pick one incident in a state‘s 
international relationships and claim to have determined the entire trajectory of its 
international life. Doing so is immature, hype creating, and careless!  
 
A sound inquiry into the question should begin with establishing the parameters against 
the status of which the question is raised. After this, in order to analyze the behavior of a 
state, one should choose the widest possible range of samples of its behavior to get a 
balanced picture. May be in order to give it a more comprehensive rounding, one could 
undertake a comparison or a contrast with similar inquiries on other state actors.  
 
Alastair Johnston’s work 
 
One such landmark study is Alastair Iain Johnston‘s article, ―Is China a Status Quo 
Power?‖ Johnston raises the same question as does this thesis.3 
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In order to answer this question, Johnston goes step by step. First, he identified five broad 
conditions or indicators on which a state actor‘s performance can be judged to be status 
quo-ist or revisionist. These five indicators were divided into two groups. The first group 
of indictors determined whether a tested actor is ―challenging the formal and informal 
rules of the major institutions of international system.‖4 The second group of indicators 
helped in determining whether the tested actor‘s ―behaviour [inclined] towards 
disadvantageous distribution of material power.‖ The first group‘s indicators measured 
the state actor in question on the following: a) the frequency and degree of participation in 
international institutions; b) compliance with the norms of international institutions; and, 
c) the intention to upkeep the rules and norms of those institutions. For this purposes, the 
general international norms were broadly identified to be sovereignty, free trade, non-
proliferation and arms control, national self-determination and human rights.  The 
Second group of indicators on the other hand sought to investigate whether the tested 
actor a) has preference for radical redistribution of power; and b) is behaving in a way to 
redistribute the power and is willing to utilize military power as a critical tool for it.  The 
following flow chart (Flow Chart – I) is a diagrammatical representation of 
Johnston‘sframework of indicators: 
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Flow Chart - I: Displaying the Original Scheme of Indicators and Sectors. 
From left to right, the first set of cells is the Grouping of Indicators, the second set 
of cells are the Indicators and the third set of cells are the Sectors Studied. 
 
Having established a sound framework of indicators on which a state‘s behavior can be 
judged, Johnston proceeds to examine China‘s behavior against each indicator on a case 
by case basis. This approach helps to systematically study the whole spectrum of China‘s 
relations, thereby weeding out any temptation (or opportunity) to jump to a conclusion 
after a myopic or superficial analysis.  
 
Inspiration from A.I. Johnston 
 
The present thesis is heavily inspired by Johnston‘s piece. There are several reasons why 
Johnston‘s work was an attractive lead to follow. First, his work gives an opportunity to 
examine a whole spectrum of a state‘s relations. Second, it leaves a very little room for 
armchair speculation. Third, the systematic case by case study significantly weeds out any 
possibility of biased reporting. Fourth, it is concerned with the latest cases, and does not 
try to predict future by digging into throes of history. Fifth, it eliminates the uncertainty 
that comes with subjectivity of perceptions or misperceptions. In sum, it makes a scientific 
model worth revisiting. After all, Johnston‘s conclusions have been dated by over a decade 
now.  
 
Overview of the Thesis 
 
This thesis is the result of not only a few months of research and writing, but also (and 
perhaps more significantly) a real, actual and constant wonderment of two years caused by 
the gap in the version of China being reported in mainstream English media and the 
knowledge of international legal nuances gained through an undergraduate degree in law, 
and through various internships and study abroad programs. A lot of random and casual 
observations found a channel for a logical expression with A.I. Johnston‘s framework.   
 
This thesis aims to plot China‘s behavior against the established normative order. For this 
purpose, it makes use of a part of the ingenious framework designed by A.I. Johnston. In 
order to prove China‘s normative compliance, a case by case study is made under the three 
indicators in the first group, i.e. challenging the formal and informal rules of the major 
institutions of international system. However, while the three broad indicators are 
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adequately capture and reflect the evolution of China and its relationships with other state 
and non-state actors over the last decade since the publication of Johnston‘s article. Thus, 
taking into account the new developments and concerns, this thesis has included a few 
additional sectors and suitably modified the inquiry made in others.  
 
The following chart tabulates the most important modifications that this thesis makes to 
Johnston‘s framework: 
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as a P5 
member 
The Westphalian concept of 
sovereignty is an alien 
import to China, as with 
many other eastern states. 
In order to get a balanced 
picture, it was thought that 
it was important to 
foremost fix how China 
conceptu-alizes sovereignty. 
 
A discourse on China‘s 
trade makes for a large 
volume of work outside the 
purview of this thesis. 
National determination and 
human rights are left out 
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Sea case;  
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The controversy in South 
China Sea (and later over 
the declaration of ADIZ) is a 
good case to examine under 
this heading to test whether 





































China is trying to challenge 
the prevailing international 
rules. 
 
Chinese Engagement in 
Africa is included in order 
to study a rather a novel 
approach in engaging 
African continent, and 
examining if it oversteps 
any established norms  
 
 
The following flow chart (Flow Chart – II) is a diagrammatic scheme of the framework 
deployed in this thesis: 
 
Chart II – Displaying the original Indicators and Sectors in blue and 
modifications in red and green. 
 
Finally, after examining China‘s behavior within this framework, but under differing 
sectors, an attempt has been made to construct and argument supporting China‘s peaceful 


















The idea of this thesis began with an aim to objectively examine China‘s international 
relations against the current normative structure, and then create an argument for China 
and its peaceful rise. For this, it was very important to first understand the basics of 
international relations, hence, overtures were made to the texts on constructivism from 
masterful sources like Alexander Wendt‘s Anarchy is what States make of It, and Oxford’s 
Handbook on International Relations. After this, the study moved to understand other 
basics concepts of international relations, such as world order, international structures, 
institutions etc. Books such as Henry Kissinger‘s World Order, and G. John 
Ikenberry‘sAfter Victory, Ian Clark‘s Legitimacy in International Society, International 
Law Commission‘s Report on ―Fragmentation of International Law‖ formed the 
foundational texts. Books and articles comparing the Westphalian order with the Tianxia 
system in China were helpful in providing an alternative perspective. Books by Chinese 
international jurists such as H.E. Wang Tieya, and H.E. XueHanqin provided an 
authoritative discourse on China‘s relationship with international law. A few works on 
international leadership and norm evolution were helpful in forming a deeper 
understanding on the meaning of transition in the world order.  
 
The operative part of the thesis, which includes various case studies, has been researched 
from a very wide spectrum of sources, which includes UNSC documents, official 
statements, policy and position papers, scholarly articles and news items. Prominent 
journal such as Chinese Journal of International Politics, China Quarterly, International 
Security, International Affairs, Foreign Affairs, American Journal of International Law, 
International Organization, etc., have been consulted and sourced from. Yearlong 
subscriptions to numerous websites such as those of Chatham House, Carnegie 
Endowment, Carnegie-Tsinghua Foundation, Princeton-Harvard Center, American 
Society of International Law, etc., have helped in keeping up with the latest developments 
related to China.  
 
Most importantly, a lot has been learnt and understood from the live lectures by experts in 


















II. Clarifying the Chinese Concept of Sovereignty 
 
The meaning, concept and application of sovereignty have occupied the center stage in 
discussions in public international law circles for centuries. Across times and geographies, 
there have been disparate conceptions and perspectives on the scope and objectives of 
sovereignty and its rightful place in international law.5 The Chinese view of sovereignty 
particularly stands out for the absence of its resemblance to how most other states view 
the concept. Although an outlier, it is clearly not a perspective that can be approached with 
anything but full seriousness because of China‘s growing footprint in the world economy, 
politics and power. 
 
Reflections from history 
 
Historically, China had a very different evolution story. The ―Middle Kingdom‖ China and 
its neighbouring territories operated under a self-evolved system called the ―tributary 
system‖ under which the Middle Kingdom China had the position of a leader and the 
neighbouring territories joined China as a part of a family of nations. The position of these 
neighbouring territories was however subordinate to the Middle Kingdom.6Thus viewed, 
the concept of equality of sovereignty was alien to the Chinese context.  
 
It was with the advent of the Western colonial powers and the First Opium War (1839–42) 
that the hitherto existing Chinese tributary system was uprooted, and ‗sovereignty‖ as 
understood in current public international law landed on the Chinese terrain. The native 
Chinese system was prevalent well until the beginning to the middle of the nineteenth 
century. The imperial states substituted the native tributary system with what came to be 
called as ―unequal treaty regime.‖ 7 Under this new regime, the ―Middle Kingdom‖ 
                                                          
5 Oppenheim stated in his celebrated treatise on international law that ―[T]here exists perhaps 
no conception, the meaning of which is more controversial than that of sovereignty. It is an 
indisputable fact that this conception, from the moment when it was introduced into political 
science until the present day, has never had a meaning which was universally agreed upon.‖ 
See Arnold D. McNair, (Ed.), Oppenheim onInternational Law, (4th ed., London: Longmans, 
1928), 137.  
6 Li Zhaojie, ―Legacy of Modern Chinese History: Its Relevance to the Chinese Perspective of the 
Contemporary International Legal Order,‖ (2001) 5 Singapore Journal of International and 
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relegated to the status of a ‗semi colonial society‖. In such a backdrop, and to endure this 
significant shift in China‘srelationship with its neighbors, the Western powers injected 
into China their own meaning and understanding of sovereignty and a number of other 
related and unrelated concepts, principles and rules of current public international law.8 
 
China’s view: Official position-speeches and statements 
 
The Chinese idea of what sovereignty means and how states must act in relation to one 
another has been expressed and enunciated in various addresses, speeches, presentations 
and official statements by China and the Chinese officials, and in publications by China‘s 
most highly respected thinkers and jurists. 
 
The former Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao explained the Chinese view of sovereignty in the 
following words stated: 
Sovereignty is the birthmark of any independent state, the crystallization of its 
national interests and the best safeguard of all it holds dear. The increasing 
interaction and interdependence among states, thanks to surging economic 
globalization and technological revolution, does not mean that the status and role 
of sovereignty can in any way be neglected or weakened . . . No state has the 
right to impose its will on others, nor can it undermine or deny other states” 
sovereignty under whatever excuse. Facts have proven that such practices as 
disregarding other‘s sovereignty, bullying the small and the weak by dint of one‘s 
size and power, and pursuing hegemony and power politics would not get 
anywhere . . . China will firmly safeguard its sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
tolerating no one to interfere in its internal affairs. At the same time, it will 
respect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of others.9 (Emphasis added). 
 
In 2006, President Hu Jintao voiced that Chinese foreign affairs has been to ―protect state 
sovereignty, security and development interests.‖10 
 
Similarly, the Chinese Foreign Minister, Qian Qichen, in his speech to the United Nations 
General Assembly, articulated the Chinese view of sovereignty as follows: 
                                                          
8 See also, Li Zhaojie, ―Legacy of Modern Chinese History: Its Relevance to the Chinese 
Perspective of the Contemporary International Legal Order,‖ (2001) 5 Singapore Journal of 
International and Comparative Law 314, 317. 
9 Wen Jiabao, ―Carrying Forward the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence in thePromotion of 
Peace and Development, Speech at a Rally Commemorating the 50th Anniversary of the Five 
Principles of Peaceful Coexistence,‖ reprinted in the (2004) 3 Chinese Journal of 
International Law 363, 365. 
10 Shan Wenhua, ―Redefining the Chinese Concept of Sovereignty‖, in Gungwu Wang and 
Yongnian Zheng (Eds.),China and the New International Order(New York: 
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